[Early diagnosis and prevention of malignant tumors in the head and neck region].
In the Netherlands more than 2000 new patients with head and neck cancer are diagnosed annually. Most of these cancers are squamous cell carcinomas. The use of tobacco and alcohol are well established aetiologic factors. Head and neck cancers usually affect patients above the age of 40 years and are somewhat more common in men than in women. The type of the initial symptoms of head and neck cancer depends largely on the exact location. Often, these symptoms are rather aspecific. However, laryngeal cancer is an exception. In this site cancer usually presents at an early stage with sudden hoarseness. Hoarseness of more than three weeks' duration requires laryngoscopic examination. Particularly the cancers of the floor of the mouth and the borders on the tongue can be detected early because of the accessibility of these sites, which allows proper inspection and palpation. The most common clinical manifestation of oral cancer is an indurated ulcer. An oral ulcer present for more than three weeks is an indication for biopsy. The prognosis of head and neck cancer in general depends largely on the stage at diagnosis. Small cancers carry a much better prognosis after surgical removal or radiotherapy than larger ones.